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Historical Development of

Television Aesthetics/Television Theory

"If we were to collect all the studies and articles printed on the various effects
of television, on television as a social institution or even cultural phenomenon,
we would probably have to hire a big truck to haul it all away. And yet, the
writings that are specifically concerned with television aesthetics would
probably fit quite comfortably into a normal-sized briefcase."1

Strictly speaking, Herbert Zettl is correct in his statement quoted
above. Nonetheless, his argument is somewhat misleading. As the bibliography
at the end of this 2ssay indicates, a collection of the works relevant to
television aesthetics would fi11 nany library shelves. It would be possible
to compile from these works a large anthology "specifically concerned with
television aesthetics." In uddition, the time is ripe for somebody to write
a book or books synthesizing and extending the scattered work on television
aesthetics. Of course, no one has yet written such a book. To summarize
the situation, television aesthetics does exist and is in fact fairly well
developed, contrary to what the casual reader might conclude from a hasty
reading of Zettl. On the other hand, the subject is not available in a
convenient package. Not only is there no comprehensive book "specifically
concerned with television aesthetics"--the subject is also unavaiiable in
most university curricula and has not crystallized as an idea in the minds
of many intellectuals.

In a way, Zettl has singlehandedly created "television aesthetics"
by giving a name to his own admirable and prolific work. At the same time,
Zettl has set humanistic study (in a particular form) apart from the more
voluminous work of social scientists, journalists, and even critics, thus

perpetuating a split actually established by these three groups of specialists,
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who have seldom asked what television fundamentaily is and why it is that. It
is primarily Zettl's production emphasis that enables him to move beyond
criticism into theory, a crucial step that forces more emphatically than ever
before the issue of television's position among the arts and humanities.

Zettl proclaims loudly that TV is an art, which is something more
formidablz than a medium. If TV is an art (which Zettl establishes in Sight,

2
Sound, Motion through his elaborate discussion of elements and techniques),

then it does not deserve to occupy a blindspot in the humanities. Yet a
blindspot is exactly where TV has been in the arts and humanities as they are
defined in intellectual writing, university curricula, library classification
systems, foundation funding categories, and popular understanding.

Exclusion of TV (particu]ar]y as a focal point for theory) from the
respectable divisions and disciplines of knowledge has occurred partially
because most of what we see on TV seems so trivial or bad, partially because
it is so logistically difficult to study television. Access to both the
process and product of television producticn varies with what the researcher
can afford and in addition is subject to restriction by the gatekeepers of the
entertainment industries. While mere consumption of TV requires little effort,
the systematic study of TV can be accomplished only by overcoming logistical
problems that are at best annoyances and at worst staggering.

Studying the artistic and humanistic aspects of TV requires an effort
that few universities or outside funding agenfies have been willing to
support, for television as we know it is the epitome of mass culture/kitsch,
which, especially in its extreme form, is criticized but seldom "appreciated"
as high culture is. Many universities offer courses in TV criticism, usually
with a sociological flavor, but not in TV appreciation. "Appreciation" is an

overly polite term, but that is essentially what happens in most film courses,
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tollowiig "masterpieze" models previously established for art, literature, music,
and theatre.3

The idea of a TV "masterpiece,” by its very improbability, raises some
of the most interesting quesiions about TV: Generally, what is a masterpiece?
Specifically, what ara the masterpieces? Who says so? Given the existence of
masterpieces, who are the masters? How would one go about making a masterpiece?
It these questions seem preposterous, it is a result (and cause) of the fact
that we do not “appreciate" television, even though Americans collectively
spend more time watching TV than they spend on any other activity except
sleepina. TV is the mein art form in the lives of many Americans, yet because
the content is so bad and the TV set so familiar, few people recognize TV
as art, even in its fine moments.

But to say that TV is an art is only to say that it can be use& by
skilled people to imitate or represent the world, to express ideas and feelings,
to create pleasing sights and sounds, and to present existing works of art in
new ways. How these processes work is, or at least should be, the subject
of television aesthetics. "Television aesthetics" is actually an unfortunate
term since it couples a specific medium with a branch of philosophy devoted to
the study of the general nature of art and beauty. In the literature on film
and television, "aesthetics" is commonly used to describe inquiry that focuses
on content, technique, and quality (e.g. masterpieces), and which largely
ignores the sccial and cultural context in which art is preduced and consumed.
Philosophers generally treat questions of context in their writings on aesthetics,
but many media scholars use "television" and “film" as modifiers in front of
“aesthetics," thus focusing attention on the "distinctive features of the medium,"
a phrase which occurs over and over in the television literature especially.

The "distinctive features"™ come to be understocd as natural rather than humanly

*
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determined--from technical standards (aspect ratio, 525 line scanning, NTSC
color, small image size, live transmission) to supposed consequences in content
(TV as close-up medium, intimate medium, spontaneous medium). As these
prescriptions are challenged from time to time, aesthetics gains a reputation
as a naive approach, steeped in unacknowledged ideo]ogy.4

Fortunately the term "television aesthetics" has caught on only to a
limited extent (with Zettl its major proponent). The chief competitor is
"television studies," which seems to be the favorite among the many film
scholars who have recently become interested in television. A better term would
be “television theory." This resembles “film theory," a well established
construct (along with communication theory, literary theory, and dramatic theory)
that provides an admirable model for the development of the systematic study of
television. That is, there should be such a thing (or "discourse") as "television
theory" developed from the humanistic investigation of the general nature of
television (just as film theory developed primarily from the humanistic study of
the general nature of film). “Theory" is a better term than "aesthetics" or
"studies" to guide the study of television as a medium distinct from film
other media, having a general nature of its own, and existing within a soc.
and cultural context.

“Television theory" is proposed as a-new label for a field of study
that has been developing in isolated strands since the 1930s. This development
can be divided somewhat arbitrarily into four stages as follows. The
bibliography at the end of the essay 1ists publications chronologically so that
the reader can check my stages against a 1ist of representative works.

1. Through the early 1950s. The main theoretical question during this

period was whether TV is itself an art or merely a "transmission

device" for the other arts. Although a number of writers involved
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in television production viewed TV as an art, no one with the stature
of Vachel Lindsay or Hugo Minsterberg (two early champions of film)
emerged to sing the praises of TV as an art or to explore basic
theoretical issues with rigor and thoroughness. Instead much of
the writing from this period focused pragmatically on the procedures
and consequences of "transmitting" other media (films, adapted
theatre, and adapted radio). See especially: Arnheim (1935),

Royal (1948), Munro (1949), Hubbell (1950), Rotha (1956).

2. Early 1950s to early 1960s. The Golden Age of TV proved that TV,
at least in its dramatic form, can be artistically powerful. Live
TV required departures from scripting and staging techniques developed
in film, theatre, and radio. Analysis of TV focused on "the unique
properties of the medium," mainly liveness and image size. Much
of the theoretical work during this period appeared in dissertations.
In their subsequent teaching careeres, these authors sensitized
generations of students to aesthetic concerns in television and
contributed to the diffusion of @ new view of TV as a legitimate
art form. See especially: Stasheff and Bretz (1951), Rider (1958),
Bluem (1959), Hilliard (1959), Currie (1961), Barnouw (1962),

Gumpert (1963), Olson (1966).

3. Early 1960s to early 1970s. TV penetration into American homes
reached 90% in the 1960s and 99% in the 1970s. The Kennedy and
Oswald assassinations, Vietnam War, Yippies, and moonwalk
demonstrated the importance of TV as a medium of communication,
while as a medium of art TV devolved into a "transmission device"
for filmed series. Sn~cial scientists began vigorously researching

television as concefw about ubiquitous TV violence built.

Q _ . 7




Humanities scholars, led by Marshall McLuhan, became increasingly
interested in popular culture, including TV. McLuhan forced
attention to the concept of "medium," combining his own eccentric
trands of aesthetic theory and communication theory. Zettl's

Sight, Sound, Motion introduced "applied media aesthetics,"

emphasizing television and based largely on production techniques.
See especially: McLuhan (1964), Skornia (1965), Hazard (19€6),
Donner (1967), Gordon (1971), Zettl (1973), Schwartz (1974).

Early 1970s to present. Video art has proliferated, along with
manifestos grounded in McLuhan and sympathetic to the fashionable
idea that "small is beautiful." Low-cost video technology has
become a fad in homes and at universities, while already-expensive
film technology has become even more expensive (and thus less in
demand as a production medium vis-a-vis video). Sophisticated
video editing equipment now permits film-style shooting on
videotape, making "video" (as in "music video") more like film
than 1ike TV in some cases. Film scholars are broadening their
studies to include video, e.g. in the case of the University Film
Association changing its name to the University Film and Video
Association (with a corresponding change in the title of tne
Association's journal). Structuralism, semiotics, genre studies,
auteurism, psychoanalysis, Marxism, feminism, culturalism,
organizational theory, political economy, and analysis of ideology
have provided theoretical bases for a flood of TV criticism.
Lately medium is receiving less attention than is content. McLuhan
and Zettl are somewhat in disfavor. Many recent studies focus

on the social process thgugh which TV shows are created. See
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especially:

Video and video art: Youngblood (1970), Shamberg and Raindance
Corporation (1971), Evenson and Shamberg (1972), Weiner
(1973), Videofreex (1973), Marsh (1974), Schneider and
Korot (1976), Willener, Milliard, and Ganty (1976),

Price (1977), Davis and Simmons (1977), Battcock (1978),
Graham (1979), Ferguson (1980), Lacy (1982), Patterson
' and White (1984).

Psychological approach: Pryluck (1973), Baggaley and Duck (1976),
Emery and Emery (1976), Baggaley (1980), Fowles (1982).

Critical and metacritical: Shayon (1971), Newcomb (1974), Cater
and Adler (1975), Adler and Cater (1976), Smith (1976),
Newcomb (1976), Mander (1978), Newcomb (1979), Smith (1980),
Goethals (1981), Himmelstein (1981), Adler (1981), Newcomb
(1982), Thompson (1983).

Semiotics: Eco (1672), Fiske and Hartley (1978), Tamer (1979),
Yearwood (1979), Primeau (1979), Silverstone (1981), Porter
(1982), Silverstone (1984).

Cultural studies orientation: Williams (1974), Real (1977), Esslin
(1982), Conrad (1982), Marc (1984), Himmelstein (1984).
Political economy, production process: Cantor (1971), Brown (1971),
Epstein (1973), Tuchman (1974), Barnouw (1978), Arlen (1979),
Gitlin (1979), Stein (1979), Pekurny (1980), Cantor (1980),
Tunstall and Walker (1981), Espinosa (1982), Pekurny (1982),
Gitlin (1983).

McLuhanistic: Foster (1979), Schwartz (1981).

Zett] etal.: Zettl (1973, 1977, 1978), Toogood (1978), Burns (1982). |

b
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Auteurism: Ravage (1978), Wicking and Vahimagi (1979), Newcomb and
Alley (1983), Perry (1983).
Film oriented: Bettetini (1973), Metz (1974), Mast (1977), Ellis
(1982), Kaplan (1983).

Genre: Hammond (1981), Shore (1984).
This is obviously a crude categorization. Many of the categories overlap.
Some works fit comfortably into more than one category. Others do not fit very
well in any category.

Conclusion
TV is "the most popular art" and one of our biggest businesses. Yet

we do not understand it. It presents nothing but an illusion of life, yet the
illusion hypnotizes us for hours on end. TV is a lot Tike film, a lot 1ike radio,
a lot like theatre, a lot like literature. But in the end TV is none of these
things. It can be slightly or vastly different, but it is always different.
As McLuhan correctly noted, we do most of our thinking about a new medium in
terms of old media. We understand video by comparing it to film, radio, theatre,
and literature. As television theory develops, we at least are able to make more
sophisticated comparisons, analyze our own acts of comparing, and arrive at
new understandings of what TV is, how it got to be that way, why it remains
that way, and how and why to change it or not change it. As TV takes over our
dinner hour, our evenings, our living rooms, and our children, it is essential

to seek the deep understanding engendered by the dialogue of theory development.
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Notes

1
Herbert Zettl, "The Rare Case of Television Aesthetics," Journal of

the University Film Association, 30, No. 2 (Spring 1978), 3-8, quote on 3.

2
Herbert Zettl, Sight, Sound, Motion: Applied Media Aesthetics (Belmont,

CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc., 1973).

3
On the “"masterpiece" approach in film studies, see Robert C. Allen

and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York: Alfred A.

Knopf, 1985), esp. chap. 4.

4
See especially Jane Feuer, "The Concept of Live Television: Ontology

as Ideology," in Regarding Television: Critical Approaches--An_Anthology, ed.

E. Ann Kaplan (Frederick, MD: University Publications of America, Inc., 1983),

pp. 12-22.



Selected Chronological Bibliography of
Works Related to Television Theory

Note: Most of the works listed below have citations with complete facts of
publication in another bibliography passa2d out to accompany this paper.

1935. Rudolf Arnheim. "A Forecast of Television." Rpt. in Arnheim, Film
as Art (1957), pp. 188-198.

1942. Richard W. Hubbell. 4000 Years of Televizion: The Story of Seeing at
a Distance.

1944, Robert E. Lee. Television: The Revolution.

1945, William C. Eddy. Television: The Eyes of Tomorrow.

1945. Judy Dupuy. Television Show Business.

1947. Hoyland Bettinger. Television Techniques.

1948, John F. Royal, ed. Television Production Problems.

1949. Thomas Munro. The Arts and Their Interrelations.

1950. Richard Hubbel1. Television Programming & Production, 2nd ed.

1950. Edwin Duerr. Radio and Television Acting: Criticism, Theory, and Practice.

1950. Max Wylie. Radio and Television Writing, rev. and enl.

1951. Edward Stasheff and Rudy Bretz. The Television Program: Its Writing,
Direction, and Production.

1953. Charles Adams. Producing and Directing for Television.

1953. Rudy Bretz and Edward Stasheff. Television Scripts for Staging and
Study, with a Guid2 to Crective Camerawork.

1953. Rudy Bretz. Techniques of Television Production.

1953. William Hodapp. The Television Manual: A Practical Guide to TV
Production and Programming for Education, PubTic Affairs and Entertainment.

1955, doyland Bettinger. Television Techniques. Rev. by Sol Cornberg.

1955. William Hodapp. The Television Actor's Manual.

1955, Carroll 0'Meara. Television Program Production.

1956. George Arthur Willey. "The Visualization of Music on Television with
Emphasis on The Standard Hour." Ph.D. diss., Stanford University.

1956. Sydney W. Head. Broadcasting in America.

1956. Richard Hubbell. Television Programming & Production, 3rd ed.

1956. Paul Rotha, ed. Television in the Making.

1956. Edward Stasheff and Rudy Bretz. The Television Program: Its Writing,
Direction, and Production, 2nd zd.

1957. Rudolf Arnheim. Film as Art.

1957. Stuart Curran Chenoweth. "A Study 8 ;the Adaptation of Acting Technique
from Stage to Film, Radio, and Television Media in the United States,
1900-1951." Ph.D. diss., Northwestern University.

1958. Richard Lee Rider. "A Comparative Analysis of Directing Television and
Film Drama." Ph.D. diss., University of Illinois.

1959. Robert L. Hilliard. "Concepts of Dramaturgical Tachnique as Developed
in Television Adaptations of Stage Plays." Ph.D. diss., Columbia
University.

1959. Ralph Lewis Smith. "A Study of the Professional Criticism of Broadcasting
in the United States 1920-1955." Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin.

1959. Albert William Bluem. “The Influence of Medium Upon Dramaturgical Method
in Selected Television Plays." Ph.D. diss., Ohio State University.

1960. Francis William Sturcken. "An Historical Analysis of Live Network
Television Drama from 1938 to 1958." Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota.

1960. Frank Henr. .akes, Jr. "A Study of Standards Imposed by Four Leading
Television Critics with Respect to Live Television Drama." Ph.D. diss.,
Ohio State Universit
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Kenneth William Hawes, Jr. "A History of Anthology Television Drama
Through 1958." Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan.

Rolf Hector Currie. "The Stylization of the Dramatic Television Image."
Ph.D. diss., Stanford University.

Stan Opotowsky. TV--The Big Picture.

Herbert Zettl. Television Production Handbook.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique o5f Television Production.

The Eighth Art.

Erik Barnouw. The Television Writer.

Rudy Bretz. Techniques of Television Production, 2nd ed.

Meyer Weinberg. TV in America: The Morality of Hard Cash.

Stan Opotowsky. TV--The Big Picture, rev. ed.

Robert L. Hilliard. Writing for Television and Radio.

Eugene Paul. The Hungry Eye: An Inside Look at Television.

Gary Gumpert. "Television Theatre as a.. Art Form." Ph.D. diss., Wayne
State University.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique of Television Production, 2nd ed.

Evelina Tarroni. "The Aesthetics of Television.™ Rpt. in Newcomb,
Television: The Critical View, 2nd ed. (1979), pp. 437-461,

Marshall McLuhan. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique of Television Production, 3rd ed.

Daniel Arthur Greenberg. "Television--Its Critics and Criticism (A
Survey and Analysis).” Ph.D. diss., Wayne State University.
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Topping, American Broadcasting (1975), pp. 409-414.

A. William Bluem. Documentary in American Television: Form, Function,
Method.

Harry J. Skornia. Television and Society: An Inquest and Agenda for
Improvement.

Thomas Oscar Olson. "A Basis for Criticism of the Visual Esthetic
Elements of Television." Ph.D. diss., Wayne State University.

Patrick D. Hazard, ed. TV as Art: Some Essays in Criticism.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique of Television Production, 4th ed.

Fred W. Friendly. Due to Circumstances Beyond Our Control . . .

Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore. The Medium Is the Massage.

Stanley T. Donner, ed. The Meaning of Commercial Television: The
Texas-Stanford Seminar, 1966.

Gerald Emanuel Stearn, ed. MclLuhan: Hot & Cool.

Robert L. Hilliard. Writing for Television and Radio, 2nd ed.

Thomas Munro. The Arts and Their Interrelations, 2nd ed.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique of Television Production, 5th ed.

Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore. War and Peace in the Global Village.

Colby Lewis. The TV Director/Interpreter.
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Ward L. Quaal and Leo A. Martin. Broadcast Management: Radio, Television.

Stephen E. Whitfield and Gene Roddenberry. The Making of Star Trek.

Irving E. Fang. Television News.

Herbert Zettl. Television Production Handbook, 2nd ed.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique of Television Production, 6th ed.

Louise Kreher Turner. "The Television Direction of a Video Tape of
Original Choreovideo Dance: An Analysis of Selected Spatial and
Design Elements for Choreographing Television Dance for Presentation
Via Video Tape." Ph.D. diss., New York University.

Raymond Rosenthal, ed. McLuhan: Pro and Con.

Gerald Millers . The Technique of Television Production, 7th ed.
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Erik Barnouw. The Image Empire: A History of Broadcasting in the United
States, Volume III--from 1953.

Gene Youngblood. Expanded Cinema.

Gerald Millerson. The Technique of Television Production, 8th ed.

Robert Lewis Shayon. Open to Criticism.
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Sydney W. Head. Broadcasting in America, 2nd ed.
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